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   This M.A. thesis aims to reveal Bernard Malamud’s view on Cultural Hegemony 
hidden in The Tenants. In the postcolonial period, in order to deceive those non-white 
groups and females, hegemony takes the form of culture instead of economy. This 
form of hegemony is even embraced by them. Moreover, cultural hegemony finds its 
full play in America. White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, in order to maintain the superior 
position of their culture, have long been engaged in assimilating others, excluding 
others and labeling others’ culture as the inferior.  
In The Tenants, Malamud exposes the hegemony by whites on non-white groups 
and the hegemony by males on females. The novel brings into full play the battle 
between assimilation and anti-assimilation among such characters as Lesser, Willie and 
Irene. Lesser, a successful Jewish-American writer assimilated radically, turns out to 
be the spokesman for the whites in America and intends to Americanize Willie. 
Learning from his terrible experience and the history of his race, Willie realizes that 
writing about blacks in a black way is the best way for blacks to protect and promote 
their culture and then fight against cultural hegemony. He hopes to awaken his race by 
writing his race out of humiliation, oppression and suffering. However, no matter how 
hard Willie wields his will over assimilation, he finally cannot get rid of assimilation 
and suffers in the conflict between assimilation and anti-assimilation. The betrayal of 
Lesser and Irene hurts him badly and makes Willie unable to pick up his writing again. 
For Willie, Lesser is the only white he trusts and Irene symbolizes his power over 
whites. Interestingly, in spite of various differences between Lesser and Willie, the two 
men hold the same attitude toward females. Both of them just regard females as their 
subordinates and even tools. Although compared with Spivak, Malamud gives less 
profound and radical criticism on the subaltern position of females, the author, as a 
Jewish-American male writer, really takes a huge step. 
The three endings of the novel bring about ambiguity, and critics differ in their 
views on those endings—intermarriage, mutual killing and mercy-crying. Those 
endings just function as emblems of possibilities. Malamud aims to expose the 
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hegemony. And on the other hand, Malamud fails to figure out a definite and effective 
way to solve the racial and gender problems. Up till now, there is still no solution to 
the problems. However, lots of postcolonial critics, represented by Homi K. Bhabha 
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, take cultural hegemony as one of their critical 
focuses. It is Gramsci that puts forward the concept of cultural hegemony and it is 
Fanon that attaches great importance to the establishment of national culture for blacks 
in the postcolonial period. The great ideas of the precursors of postcolonial criticism 
find their representation in The Tenants. Although Malamud’s critical idea is not as 
mature and radical as that of Bhabha and Spivak, The Tenants is good evidence that 
Malamud is not only a Jewish-American writer but writing for all mankind. Malamud 
is not only a writer but also a literary critic, who absorbs the essence of Fanon’s and 
Gramsci’s ideas and also shares a lot in common with such 21st literary critics as Homi 
K. Bhabha and Spivak. In conclusion, Malamud holds a sharp, profound and 
foresightful view on cultural hegemony in the world. 
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This M.A. thesis aims to reveal the social issues in contemporary American 
society reflected in The Tenants, and Bernard Malamud’s view on cultural hegemony. 
In fact, given that different critics hold different focuses on The Tenants, nearly all of 
them have noticed the race issue discussed in the novel. The Tenants, published in 
1971, is a novel with relatively simple plots and obvious symbols on the surface. After 
reading through the novel, most readers will summarize it as a book concerning the 
debate and fight between the two writers that symbolize the conflict between Jews and 
blacks. Nevertheless, it implies more. The Tenants is more complicated and significant 
than it looks at first sight.  
Generally speaking, there are three major critical focuses on The Tenants, that is, 
the three endings of the novel, the relationship between life and art, and the conflict 
between Lesser and Willie Spearmint. Iska Alter refers to The Tenants as “angry 
eschatology”, because one ending of the novel is the mutual murder between the two 
protagonists. Furthermore, Alter goes on to write that “Malamud has illustrated in the 
course of his novels and short stories that history has proven the American Dream to 
be corrupt and the possession of Eden illusory, that race and sex lead to war rather than 
harmony, that the artist’s power to discipline chaos is negligible, while the attempt to 
do so is often self-destructive” (Alter, 1972:155). Jacob Korg’s view on the endings of 
The Tenants is different from that of Iska Alter. Korg’s comment is as follows: “This 
fight is not the end of the story, for the story has no end” (Korg, 1972: 82). Jacob Korg 
even thinks that the novel responds to the trend in recent criticism, exhibiting “a 
preoccupation with the problem of endings, with the fitness and possibility of 
resolution” (Korg, 1972: 82). Still some critics view the endings of the novel from the 
angle of artistic creation. For example, Rogoff claims in his dissertation that the 
“mysterious endings mark a rejection of conventional plotting” (Rogoff, 1976: 12). 
But by comparing The Tenants with Malamud’s two previous short stories—“Angel 
Levine” and “Black Is My Favorite Color,” published in 1955 and 1963 respectively, 
Rogoff still senses Malamud’s “growing despair about reconciling racial conflict” and 
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(Rogoff, 1976: 274). What’s interesting is that in spite of focusing on the same issue 
with Rogoff and sharing the similar opinion with him that the novel implies the 
uncompromised relationship between blacks and Jews, Cynthia Ozick interprets the 
ending of mutual murder as final. However, E.M. Budick argues that the mutual 
murder is not the final ending of the novel. The true ending is inherent in the novel. 
The novel conveys Malamud’s ideal that blacks and Jews can form alliance. There are 
still some voices that “this triple ending is inadequate, actually avoidance of ending” 
(Abramson, 1993: 100). Although it is certain that those critics’ comments on the 
endings of the novel make sense, it is still difficult for me to be convinced entirely by 
them of what they believe. But generally speaking, I agree with Rogoff on the point 
that there is no ending for the novel. Actually, endings in the novel, in my view, imply 
the possibilities of resolving the fictional problem between the two writers and the 
ethnic conflict in real life. “Bernard Malamud writes of possibilities rather than 
limitation” (Rogoff, 1976: 1). Even Malamud himself admitted in an interview four 
years after the novel’s publication: “It’s impossible to predict—it may go one way; it 
may go another” (Field, 1975: 14). And in an interview at the time of the publication 
of The Fixer, Malamud spoke of what he wanted in the endings of his novels. “As a 
writer I want uncertainty. It’s part of life. I want something the reader is uncertain 
about. It is this uncertainty that produces drama. Keep the reader surprised. That is 
enormously important to me. A good writer is an imaginative writer.” (Frankel, 1966: 
39) 
 The second critical focus is that the novel gives more space to the two writers to 
discuss writing skills. In fact, a striking comparison exists between the two writers. 
Lesser confines himself to his room and focuses all his attention on writing, while 
Willie, at the beginning of the novel, only views writing as a part of his life. Thus, 
Helterman and Kathleen G. Ochshorn hold that The Tenants is a novel concerning the 
relationship between life and art. Malamud also asserts in his interview with Daniel 
Stern in the Paris Review that “Art, in essence, celebrates life and gives us our 
measure” (Malamud, Spring 1975: 51). Ihab Hassan still expresses his concern in his 
critical essay—“1976 Fictions within our Fictions”: “on a certain level, the dialogue of 
Lesser and Spearmint may be seen as a conflict not only between two races, two 
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